
Open Door Communications
NACD Southeast Regional Meeting

August 28, 2007

PR & Marketing For 
Conservation Districts:

Ideas You Can Use



2

A Case Study from Virginia
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The Chesapeake Bay

The largest estuary in 
North America, the 
Chesapeake Bay and 
its tidal tributaries 
have a surface area of 
approximately 4,480 
square miles.
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The Chesapeake Bay
• Commercial, recreational resource for     

16 million people

• > 3,600 species of plants, fish, animals

• 29 species of waterfowl

• Major resting ground along Atlantic 
Migratory Flyway (1 million birds)  

• Produces 500 million pounds of seafood 
per year (finfish, oysters, crabs)
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Bay Fishing…
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Threats to The Bay
• Water pollutants from point sources

• Nonpoint runoff

• Airborne pollutants from industry, emissions

• Water quality problems affect aquatic plants, 
animals

• Must reduce nitrogen, phosphorus, sediment, 
toxins  
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Virginia’s Bay Cleanup Efforts:

• Partnership between states, federal agencies and 
others has existed for over 20 years

• Water Quality Improvement Fund for Bay cleanup, 
other impaired waters (1997 law)

• Monetary investments, tighter regulations for point-
source dischargers

• Funding for Agricultural Best Management Practices 
(reduce nutrients, sediment)
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To achieve Virginia’s nonpoint 

source pollution goals 

in the Chesapeake Bay basin,

> 90% of the agricultural acres 

need some “BMP” treatment
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Districts Sell Cost-Share

• Administered and funded by state
• Carried out by all 47 Districts

• Incentives, funding for agricultural 
producers (75% state, 25% farmer) 

• Over 30 unique BMPs available

• Last year $10 million in BMP funding

• This year $14 million
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District Boards and Staff

333 District Directors
239 elected, 94 appointed (2 per District)

>100   Technical staff (primarily w/ag focus)

~  70 Administrative/educational/managerial 
employees
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DCR’s Charge to Us

• RESEARCH: Identify the most effective 
tools, strategies and messages for 
increasing adoption of agricultural Best 
Management Practices

• CREATIVE: Develop and execute research-
based advertising, marketing 
communications and public relations 
activities to promote BMP adoption
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A Five-Part Process

• Conduct research

• Formulate strategy

• Develop/test/refine creative

• Conduct campaign

• Evaluate campaign 
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Districts Engaged Throughout

• Included in research focus groups

• Two presentations to VASWCD board

• Overall presentation to pilot region staff

• Surveys and needs assessments

• Training, tools for pilot region staff

• Presentation at NACD Annual Meeting

• Presentation at Virginia Area 1 Meeting
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Research
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DCR’s Research Objectives

• Identify major decision steps and influencers

• Determine perceptions of conservation and the 
Cost-Share Program 

• Identify the most believable messages 

• Understand needs of District staff

• Define the marketing media that maximize 
audience reach
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Research Approach

QUALITATIVEQUALITATIVE
Explore unanticipated issues
Probe further when needed
Gain insight into emotion, behavior
Put a face on issue, go to them
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Qualitative Research Methods
• Focus groups

8 Farmer groups (84 participants) 
2 District/NRCS groups
2 Extension Agent groups

• Telephone surveys
27 District Board Members

• Phone interviews with other states
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Areas Represented by Farmers

May represent more than one participant
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We Researched Farmers’
Opinions & Attitudes About:

• Water quality
• Conservation
• Cost-Share programs
• Barriers to Cost-Share participation
• Specific Cost-Share practices
• Support agencies
• Promotion and communication
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Research Directs the 
Communication Plan

Other States

Farmer Groups

Extension 
Groups 

District/NRCS 
Groups

District Board 
Telephone 
Interviews

With DCR, 
Field Staff 
input and 
approval

Communication 
Plan:

Creative Media, 
Schedule and 
Placement, PR
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Farmer Perceptions

• Farmers identify with conservation, 
stewardship 

Messages should focus on conservation 

• Farmers tired of being overlooked, even 
blamed

Craft messages carefully to avoid finger-pointing 
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Farmer Perceptions

• Cost-Share Program has low recall
Branding, stronger visual identity 

• Farmers don’t understand how some   
BMPs work  

Look for educational opportunities
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Farmer Motivators

• Money, good stewardship, peer opinion are 
top reasons for BMP implementation

Include funding information as possible

Appeal to sense of stewardship

Use peer opinion leaders
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Farmer Demotivators

• The Bay is turnoff in West
Focus on local waterways

• Some associate Cost-Share Program with 
hassles, red tape

Create opportunities for quick and easy info, sign-up



26

What’s the most effective message?

Conservation methodsConservation methods
can be compatiblecan be compatible

withwith

PRODUCTIONPRODUCTION
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Strategy
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Communication Plan

• Educate farmers about positive relationship 
between conservation, production

• Drive farmers to District office, and ideally,
to Cost-Share sign-up events

• Recognize farmers for conservation efforts

• Measure campaign results and evaluate
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An Integrated Campaign

• Based on research

• Designed to work together

• Intended to run with necessary frequency

• Disseminated through channels that 
farmers prefer
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The Valley Region as Pilot

• Headwaters SWCD
• Lord Fairfax SWCD
• Natural Bridge SWCD
• Mountain SWCD
• Mountain Castles SWCD
• Shenandoah Valley SWCD
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The Valley Region as Pilot

• Test and measure in defined area

• Range of District sizes

• Variety of farm operations - size, type

• Logo, ads available to other Districts  
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Campaign Components

• Graphic identity: logos

• Advertising: print, radio, outdoor

• Collateral: brochure, display

• PR: news releases/articles

• District staff orientation and training 
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Campaign Timeline

PHASE 1 - AWARENESS
• Approximately 6 weeks

• Newspaper and radio: 2/12 - 3/19

• Outdoor boards up March - April

• Newsletter articles / news releases
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How Did Districts Benefit?

• Research-based, professionally developed 
advertising/marketing/PR 

• No cost to district for creative development and 
media placement

• More help to sell Cost-Share

• Additional administrative tools & training
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Creative
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Graphic Identity

• Many different logos in use by Districts

• We strongly recommended Districts use a uniform 
brand in the campaign

• Good logos convey essence, not details

• Visual repetition builds awareness for everyone

• Several Districts have adopted for their own use
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Campaign Logo
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Advertising

• First phase: awareness (February-April)

• Print, radio and outdoor

• Placement planned by media professional
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Advertising Placement

• Rural newspapers, mostly weeklies

• Districts chose from 8 print ad options

• Rural radio stations that have farm reports

• Outdoor boards  



40

Newspaper Ads
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Newspaper Ads
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Newspaper Ads



43

Newspaper Ad Reach

• 15 newspapers in the Valley Region

• At least two newspapers per District

• Six insertions per ad

• Total circulation of all papers: 137,500
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Outdoor Ads
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Outdoor Ads
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Outdoor Board Reach

• One board per District

• Highest available traffic count in each area

• Up for at least two months
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Radio Ads

• Reinforce print campaign

• WINC, WIQO, WREL, WKCY, WKDW, WSVA

• Two :60 spots played in rotation

• Tagged with local contact information
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Radio Spots 

Let’s take a listen…..
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Marketing Collateral

• Updated Cost-Share brochure

• Tabletop Cost-Share display
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Updated Cost-Share Brochure

Farmers and District staff wanted:
color photos of BMPs

bigger, clearer map of Districts

more accessible text

information about how to qualify

text that speaks to farmers
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Updated Cost-Share Brochure
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Updated Cost-Share Brochure
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Updated Cost-Share Brochure
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Public Relations

• Local news releases

• Can use releases in District newsletters

• Media outreach  
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PR Placements

• Richmond Times-Dispatch: AP brief

• Newport News Daily Press: AP brief

• Staunton News Leader

• Rockbridge Weekly

• WDBJ-TV 7, Roanoke

• WHSV-TV 3, Harrisonburg
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PR Placements
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Results
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Post-Campaign Evaluation

• Creative products used broadly?

• Evidence of increase in local awareness?

• Which tactics were well-received? 

• What needs to be fine-tuned?

• What needs to be done before Phase 2?
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What We Learned

• Building relationships is important
• District staff are busy!
• Press releases are valued
• People seemed to notice radio (the most?)
• Need frequency to build awareness
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Where Are We Now?

• Deciding what to do in Phase 2

• Want to spread campaign to rest of the Bay 
Watershed

• Possibility: Cost-Share Display

• Possibility: PR & Marketing Training
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What You Can Learn
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Invest in Research

• Confirms hunches, prompts new thinking

• Can help gain buy-in from subject group

• Can help win funding, lends credibility

• Provides platform for planning, programs

• BEST basis for effective communication
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Invest in Research  

1) What you you want to know? What will you 
do with what you find out?

2) What’s the best approach to obtain that 
information?

Qualitative - descriptive, observe, gain insights (focus group)

Quantitative - numbers, measure, predict (survey)
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Invest in Research  

3) What’s your budget?
A third party helps with perceived objectivity

Consider partnering - state conservation agency, college, Extension

Consider secondary (available) research - NACD, USDA, etc.

4) What are your opportunities?
When do you gather with large groups of farmers?

When do you mail to large groups of farmers?
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Some more things 
farmers told us…
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Farmers Want Partnerships  

NRCS/ForestryNRCS/Forestry

Extension AgentsExtension Agents District StaffDistrict Staff

Other Farmers -
Word of Mouth

Other Farmers -
Word of Mouth

Where do farmers get their conservation information?
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Farmers Want Partnerships  

Extension Agents are the Most Trusted 
Source for Virginia Farmers 

HOW DO 
THEY SEE

THEIR ROLE?

HOW DO 
THEY SEE

THEIR ROLE?

Disseminate 
information
to farmers

Disseminate 
information
to farmers

Diffuse 
distrust about 
conservation 

practices

Diffuse 
distrust about 
conservation 

practices
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Farmers Have Media Preferences

• Face-to-face communication with trusted sources
Other farmers
District personnel with established relationship
Extension agents

• Partnership events with their producer associations
Conferences
Field Days
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Farmers Have Media Preferences

• Farmers like traditional media
District and other newsletters
Rural weekly newspapers 
Rural radio advertising, adjacent to ag content

• Farmers LOVE field signs
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Develop Strategic Messages

It goes beyond giving people 
information, or telling them what they 

should do….
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Develop Strategic Messages
What are their perceptions?
Farmers are unfairly blamed for pollution

What are their motivators?

Bottom line productivity, positive recognition

How can you reframe your message to connect 
with your audience?

You have to produce, you want to conserve
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Strengthen Your Brand

BRAND: “A symbolic embodiment of a product/service 
that creates associations and expectations.”

• How does your district identify itself visually?
– Be consistent (colors, type, application)
– Keep it simple, emphasize what’s essential
– Make sure it fits who you are, what you do

• How well does the public understand who you are
and what you do?

– Put it in a nutshell 
– Use your “nutshell” every time you communicate externally
– Consider boundary signage
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Strengthen Your Brand   

BRAND: “An expectation of performance.”

• What kind of experience do you offer your 
customers?
– Ask them for feedback on service quality
– Learn from peer organizations 
– Think about what you want to be known for
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If you remember nothing else…

It’s all about your target audience

and what’s in it for them.
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Any Questions?
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